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She knew all about gardening :   there was nothing I

could say to her on that subject;  and once, when I did

mention it, she gazed at me through her spectacles with

an almost stony look :  a veil of fatigue, of boredom with

all the garden-chatter of the world, seemed to dim her

face.    And then, exercising the privilege of old age to

dismiss peremptorily any subject concerning which her

interlocutor had nothing of interest to tell her, ' Now,

there's the word tiller,' she impatiently began, peering

dimly at her notes;  ' they use it about here to describe

the shoots or suckers that grow from the stump of a tree

they've cut down;  is it the same word as the tiller of a

boat, or is it a different word ?   You don't know ?   Do,

please, look it up, will you, and send me a postcard/   I

made a note of the word, and, after consulting the Oxford

Dictionary, I sent her its little, and not uninteresting,

history;  how tiller, for the name of a plant or shoot or

sucker, is an old word, which was brought by our Teutonic

ancestors to England, and is found in an Anglo-Saxon

translation  of the verse  in  Genesis  describing  God's

creation of the earth and heavens and every ' tiller' of

the field ; how, although it must have lived on in speech,

it is not found again in writing for more than six hundred

years, when it shoots up in Evelyn's Sylva with its modern

meaning;  how it survives now only in dialect, having

wilted away out of our arid standard English.   But the

name tiller for the tiller of a boat was, I wrote her, derived

from quite another source, and had reached us from the

shores of the Mediterranean, from the Latin tela, a web,

or, rather, from the medieval Latin telarium, meaning a

weaver's beam ; we had borrowed telar in the fourteenth

century as a name in archery for the stock of a cross-bow ;

its nautical use as the tiller of a boat (corresponding to

the helm of a ship) was found two hundred years later, the

word, though borrowed from the French, not being a

nautical term in French, since the French use barre du

gouvernail for our word tiller.